New Black Fest, a New York City-based producing initiative and commons for black theater artists, commissioned (with Dr. Barbara Ann Teer's National Black Theatre) Facing Our Truth: Ten-Minute Plays on Trayvon Martin, Race and Privilege in 2013. The following year, New Black Fest created Hands Up: 7 Playwrights, 7 Testaments in response to the death of Michael Brown. That series featured new works by Nathan James, Nathan Yungerberg, Idris Goodwin, Nambi Kelley, Glenn Gordon, Dennis Allen II, and Eric Holmes. In 2016, Fleetwood-Jourdain Theatre, a suburban Chicago theater company, staged #LOVESTORIES: Inspired by Black Lives Matter, consisting of three short plays "explor[ing] the breadth of love in a world of deadly conflict," penned by Gloria Bond Clunie, Marsha Estell, and Tania Richard. #LOVESTORIES premiered the weekend following the killings of Alton Sterling and Philando Castile. Even Lin-Manuel Miranda's Pulitzer Prize-winner Hamilton (2015), a hip-hop biography of colonial revolutionary Alexander Hamilton starring a mostly minority cast, seems to comment on the violence that targets people of color in the show's most popular song, "My Shot." As Hamilton raps, "I imagine death so much it feels more like a memory" and, later, "See, I never thought I'd live past twenty / Where I come from some get half as many."
Black death and, more generally, suffering on stage is not new. From Henry Box Brown's dramatic reenactment of his escape from slavery to Angelina Weld Grimké's treatise on lynching in Rachel: A Play in Three Acts (1920) to James Baldwin's meditation on racial violence during the civil rights movement era in Blues for Mister Charlie (1964) to innumerable references to racial struggle in August Wilson's dramaturgy, the theatrical stage has long depicted the precarity of black existence. The loss of life haunts many of the most canonical texts in African American theater. Clay, the protagonist in Amiri Baraka's Obie Award-winning play Dutchman (1967) , is murdered on a subway and his body unceremoniously tossed from the car by masked, silent riders. The drama of Charles Fuller's A Soldier's Play (1981) rests on identifying the murderer of a black sergeant among a group of enlisted black soldiers. Suzan-Lori Parks's Topdog/ Underdog (2001) centers on an African American Lincoln impersonator whose job is to be assassinated, repeatedly. Katori Hall's The Mountaintop (2009) presents a human portrait of Martin Luther King, Jr. only hours before his assassination.
What is new, or better yet, newly returned within contemporary drama is an abiding pessimism. If Barack Obama rode a wave of hope ("Yes We Can") to the White House in 2008, then the closing of the "Age of Obama" might mark a return to skepticism. Antiblack racial violence and racism still exist. The "color line," which W. E. B. Du Bois discerned as defining his century, lingers in the current one. To write in this new millennial moment is to grapple with a feeling that is undeniably old and to register the frustration of the seeming return of barriers even in the face of political progress and advancement. It is to account for both the joy of seeing an African American president who revels in what I have elsewhere described as "black habitus" and the profound sorrow of hearing about the murder of yet another black person in an urban center somewhere within the country. More pointedly, it is to consider the possibility that that person could have been gunned down because a black man occupies the White House.
Pessimism is an extreme state, what the OED defines as "the character or quality of being the worst; the worst condition possible or imaginable; the state of greatest deterioration." Black pessimism is not an assertion of a particular condition as being the worst possible or the worst imaginable. Rather, it anchors itself in a felt sense of stalled sociopolitical progress as well as anxiety over back-treading. It is a perceived condition of unavoidable decline as well as a disconcerting sense of the impossibility of sustained achievement.
Within black critical discourse, pessimism exists in dynamic relation with optimism. As one rises, the other falls. Nevertheless, neither entirely disappears. For example, two years into Obama's presidency, Cornel West penned an opinion essay for the New York Times entitled "Dr. King Weeps from His Grave." Recalling and critiquing headlines that asserted that Obama's election "fulfilled" Martin Luther King Jr.'s "dream," West writes, "The age of Obama has fallen tragically short of fulfilling King's prophetic legacy." He notoriously espoused a perspective that ran counter to the mainstream embrace of hope in the early years of the Age of Obama. His stand does not exemplify prescience but reminds us that even in moments of extraordinary optimism, a strain of pessimism lurks.
Black pessimism relates to other established critical frames that have been employed to read black culture. It operates on a spectrum (and not as half of a binary) and most closely resembles critical accounts of black pain, paranoia, and nihilism. Black pessimism remembers the sufferings and abuses of black folk that have occurred in the past and acknowledges the possibility and potential for their recurrence in the present or the near future. It spotlights those moments of pain even in the midst of the celebration of black achievement. It resists assertions of postraciality by pointing to the frequency of black death. Although pessimism is not equatable with paranoia, its haunting presence, perhaps a ghost note, can be heard in communication studies scholar John L. Jackson, Jr.'s assertions that "We're all paranoid when it comes to race" and that "race as a category is about the imbedding of paranoias in the way that we look at social life." Trayvon Martin was murdered, not because Trayvon Martin was paranoid or anxious about his blackness. Instead, he lived within a society where fear of and criminal associations with blackness inspired actions that claimed his life. Pessimism acknowledges this reality and correlates with West's conception of nihilism: "not . . . as philosophic doctrine . . . ; it is far more the lived experience of coping with a life of horrifying meaninglessness, hopelessness, and (most important) lovelessness" (Race Matters 22-23). However, it qualifies this sense of nihilism (pace Eric Lott) by bracketing it as an affective response to perceived inequality. Black pessimism is an "outrageous" stance inspired by a simmering, sincerely felt concern, as well as anxiety, paranoia, disappointment, and a pain-filled sense of present racial inequities.
Contemporary black drama stages this twoness of optimism and pessimism. For example, Robert O'Hara's play Etiquette of Vigilance (2010) updates Lorraine Hansberry's classic A Raisin in the Sun (1959), its predecessor by a half-century. Raisin ends with the Youngers, an African American family, moving to an all-white neighborhood whose residents have already indicated a desire not to live next door to black folk. In O'Hara's play, the elderly Travis, now an alcoholic who has failed to realize the dreams that his father had for him, invests his hope and ambition in his own daughter. As the play moves across three distinct time periods-the 1960s, the 1980s, and the Age of Obama-posters representing Martin Luther King, Jr., presidential candidate Jesse Jackson, Jr., and presidential candidate Barack Obama are introduced to mark the moments. Hope connects these time periods, yet it also stands in relief to the monotonous and bleak existence of Travis Younger. Recalling that it is Travis, as a boy in Hansberry's play, who embodies the potential and future of the black community in a postsegregationist world, Etiquette suggests that the forecast promise has not yet been realized.
The challenge facing the contemporary scholar-critic is to read, and hear, the competing notes of pessimism and optimism within dramatic literature as the Age of Obama comes to an end, and the twenty-first century further distances itself from the politics and racial rhetoric of the previous one. It is to write about blackness and, more accurately, affective blackness as existing on a continuum that features pessimism (and its corollaries), even at moments of widely felt hope. Equally important, it is to document glimmers of possibility in the midst of great despair. It is to account for the multiple meanings of race within the present moment and the irony that the most respected person in the US and the most discriminatedagainst body resemble one another. It is to align racial criticism with structures of feeling and the affective resonance of social events. That moment in Carlyle, in which Martin "stands his ground" and kills Zimmerman, proves cathartic because it profoundly reveals
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